A growing body of research has shown that imagined intergroup contact can
Relevant to the purposes of our research, both cognitive and affective empathy have been found to be associated with reactions to bullying (Caravita et al., 2009; Gini et al., 2008) . Our hypothesis is that imagining becoming friends and reacting to bullying behavior will lead participants to better understand the situation and the feelings of disabled peers victims of bullying. In turn, cognitive and affective empathy should promote not only stronger intentions to interact and help outgroup members in generic situations, but also to react if they are socially excluded or bullied.
Inclusion of other in self. Individuals in close relationships tend to experience overlapping self-concepts, where the person's own self-concept is shared with the partner's self-concept. This inclusion of other in the self (Aron et al., 1992) has been used as an indicator for interpersonal interconnectedness and psychological distance.
The closer individuals experience their relationship with another person, the more their selves overlap. The concept of self-other overlap in interpersonal relationships has also been applied to intergroup relationships. When individuals self-categorize as an ingroup (J. C. Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987) , instead of an individual person, other ingroup members become spontaneously incorporated in the self (Smith & Henry, 1996; Tropp & Wright, 2001) . In other words, the ingroup, like a close partner or friend, represents the self. This cognitive self-other overlap is not only important for intragroup processes but also intergroup processes. Positive direct or extended contact with an outgroup member can lead to the inclusion of outgroup in the self. The inclusion of the other in the self has been suggested to be a mediator of the extended contact effect (Wright et al., 1997) , for outgroup attitudes in adults (R. N. Turner, Hewstone, Voci, & Vonofakou, 2008) , outgroup attitudes in children (Cameron, Rutland, Brown, & Douch, 2008) , and outgroup humanization (Capozza, Falvo, Trifiletti, & Pagani, 2014) . In our study, we predicted that imagining meeting and defending a disabled child will reduce psychological distance, making participants see themselves and the outgroup member as a single unity, therefore in turn motivating more positive intentions to help and have contact with the outgroup, but also to defend outgroup members in the case of bullying behaviors.
Outgroup attitudes. Outgroup attitudes are a classic outcome of most studies examining intergroup relations and, more specifically, intergroup contact. In addition to finding that direct (Hodson & Hewstone, 2013) and indirect contact (Crisp & Turner, 2012; Vezzali et al., 2014) improve outgroup attitudes, there is also evidence that outgroup attitudes mediate the effects of contact (e.g., De Tezanos-Pinto, Mazziotta, & Feuchte, 2017, for direct contact; West & Turner, 2014 , for extended contact; Birtel & Crisp, 2012b, for imagined contact). Stathi et al. (2014) , for example, showed that improved outgroup attitudes mediated the path between imagined contact and willingness to engage in future contact. We suggest that outgroup attitudes can be an especially relevant mediator in our experimental design. In fact, since disabled people are a typically stigmatized group, it is important to first improve attitudes toward its members, and only then, once prejudice is reduced, is it more likely that participants will be willing to help and have contact with them. More importantly, only when attitudes have been improved, will children be sufficiently motivated to enact assertive behavior and respond to discriminatory acts addressed to disabled individuals.
The Present Research
While previous research has established imagined contact effects on outgroup attitudes and behavioral intentions, we tested, for the first time, whether imagined contact can promote support for disabled victims of social exclusion and bullying, in the form of intentions to counteract those discriminatory behaviors. Social exclusion and bullying in school can severely affect children's health and well-being as well as their perception of intergroup relations. Specifically, by considering the relationship between non-disabled and physically disabled (i.e., in a wheelchair) children, we ran a threeweek intervention where we tested an innovative two-step procedure of imagined contact. In each weekly session, first we provided instructions aimed at fostering friendship with the outgroup member; and second, we asked children to imagine that the child with whom they have just become friends is bullied, and subsequently report their reaction to this. After each session, children were also invited to discuss collectively what they had imagined.
Note that counteracting bullying can be more challenging that "simply" improving outgroup attitudes, as it also includes a behavioral component (since we are interested in children's reaction to bullying episodes), and one that may encounter resistance (for instance, that of the bully). With that in mind, we used a multifaceted intervention aimed to strengthen the "classic" operationalizations of imagined contact.
In particular, as explained above, after a classic imagined contact task, children were asked to further imagine their reaction to bullying of the newly acquired friend.
As outcome variables, we focused on behavioral intentions, which have been shown to be important predictors of behavior (Godin & Kok, 1996) . In particular, we focused on intentions to have contact with and help outgroup members in different situations. In addition, we tested behavioral intentions specifically linked to assertive behavior: intentions to react to social exclusion and name-calling behavior directed at outgroup victims (see also Abbott & Cameron, 2014) . Furthermore, we examined various likely mediators of the eventual effect of imagined contact on outcome IMAGINED CONTACT AND BULLYING 13 variables: cognitive and affective empathy, IOS, outgroup attitudes. Notably, unlike most imagined contact research conducted with adult samples, we investigated whether the predicted effects can last beyond the imagined contact situation, up to one week. We are extending previous research by testing whether a multifaceted imagined contact intervention can promote support for victims of social exclusion and bullying.
Method

Participants and Design
Participants were 215 elementary school children (106 males, 109 females), recruited from 10 classes of a primary school located in Northern Italy. Age ranged from 5 years 11 months to 11 years 11 months (Mean age = 8 years 10 months).
Children were in classes from the first to the fifth grade. Specifically, there were two classes for each of the five grades. Classes (each varying in size from 20 to 23 children), for each grade, were randomly allocated to the experimental (N = 107) or to the control condition (N = 108), so that for each grade one class was randomly allocated to the experimental and one class to the control condition.
Since sample size depended on school availability in providing classes participating in the study, we calculated a range of participants sufficient for running a multiple regression model with seven predictors (one independent variable, four mediators, and two covariates to control for effects of age and gender -see 
Procedure
Researchers conducting the intervention were students enrolled in educational academic courses at a northern Italian university. All researchers were trained by the first author of the present article. Children in the experimental condition took part in three intervention sessions individually with the researcher. The interventions were implemented once a week for three consecutive weeks, with each session lasting approximately 30 minutes. In the first session, participants were provided with a description of what a child in wheelchair is before they were asked to imagine two scenarios, each for two minutes. First, they imagined a pleasant interaction with an unknown disabled child in a wheelchair, then they imagined the disabled child being discriminated against and how they would react. In order to minimize the possibility of subtyping the imagined contact partner, so impairing the generalization process, the imagined intergroup context was systematically varied (see Stathi et al., 2014; Each step was followed by five to ten minutes of discussion aimed at reinforcing the instructions. Although to implement this type of reinforcement, previous research has usually asked participants to write down what they have just imagined (Crisp & Turner, 2012) , not all children may be able to write, for example due to the grade they are in, thus their skills may be different and impair the result of the imagination process. Also, in order to make the task more engaging, we varied how instructions were reinforced each week. The first week, participants were asked to verbally describe what they had just imagined, and they were asked to imagine they were verbally describing it to their best friend, while being audio-recorded by the researcher. The second week, they were asked to draw what they had just imagined, while describing it to the researcher (for an application of drawing to imagined contact, see Birtel et al., 2018) . The third week, they were presented with a large poster depicting the garden of their school, and were asked to draw, cut and attach to the poster the characters, toys etc. they had just imagined, while describing it to the researcher. The reinforcement task, which was implemented both in the first and the second step of each session, was accompanied by stimulus questions aimed at fostering the imagination of a detailed scene, which has been shown to reinforce the effect of imagined contact (see Husnu & Crisp, 2010b) .
At the end of each session, children engaged in a collective discussion with all children in the class for 15 to20 minutes. In this discussion, children were asked to repeat what they had imagined. In a fourth session, one week after the last intervention session, participants were individually administered by a researcher a questionnaire containing the dependent measures (individually in grade one to three, and collectively in class in grades four to five). Importantly, researchers that administered the questionnaire were different from those who administered the intervention, in order to reduce concerns of demand characteristics.
Participants allocated to the control condition, after being provided with a description of a child in wheelchair (like we did in the experimental group), were asked to complete the dependent measures first, and then engaged in all the activities performed by the experimental group.
Measures
Unless otherwise indicated, a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (absolutely not) to 5 (absolutely yes) was used; 3 was the neutral point (maybe not, maybe yes).
Inclusion of the other in the self. IOS was measured with one item (see Aron, et al., 1992) . Participants were asked to imagine meeting a disabled child in a wheelchair from their school they did not know in the park. Then they were presented with five pairs of overlapping circles varying in their degree of overlap between the self as one circle and the outgroup member (disabled children in a wheelchair) as the other circle, for which they indicated the pair of circles that best described their closeness to this child, with higher scores denoting greater closeness (for a similar measure, see e.g., Cameron et al., 2006; .
Affective empathy. Two items were used, adapted from Capozza, Trifiletti, Vezzali, and Favara, 2013 : "Do you understand the emotions felt by disabled children in wheelchair?"; "Do you feel the same emotions felt by disabled children in wheelchair?".
Items were averaged in a composite measure of affective empathy (r = .20, p < .01).
Perspective-taking. We adapted two items from Capozza et al. (2013): "Do you see things as disabled children in wheelchair see the things?"; "Do you think in the same way as disabled children in wheelchair think?". The two items were combined in a single index of perspective-taking (r = .38, p < .001).
Outgroup attitudes. A feeling thermometer (e.g., Esses, Haddock, & Zanna, 1993) was used to evaluate disabled children in a wheelchair, with scores ranging from 0 (most negative attitude) to 10 (most positive attitude); 5 was the neutral point.
Contact intentions.
Participants were first asked to imagine meeting a disabled child in wheelchair that they did not know at the park. They were then asked to indicate whether they would be happy to meet him/her, playing with him/her, go and take an icecream together (see Cameron & Rutland, 2006; . We created a single measure of contact behavioral intentions by averaging the three items (Cronbach's  = .64).
affective empathy in the control condition non-significantly higher than the mid-point, t = 1.74, p = .085. Nonetheless, imagined contact promoted more positive intergroup relations on most of the dependent variables.
In line with our hypotheses (see Table 1 ), compared to the control condition, participants in the imagined contact condition reported significantly greater intentions to engage in contact with outgroup members. Furthermore, participants who imagined contact with a disabled child reported greater efforts to counteract social exclusion of disabled children. The difference between experimental and control condition was not significant for helping intentions and reactions to name-calling behavior.
The imagined contact intervention also positively affected the mediator variables. Participants who imagined positive contact with a disabled child, compared to those in the control condition, reported significantly greater IOS, affective empathy towards the outgroup, and more positive outgroup attitudes. There was no significant effect on perspective-taking.
Mediation Analysis
In order to test underlying processes, we ran four regressions, one for each dependent variable. Our hypothesis was that imagined contact would affect contact and helping intentions, and reaction to social exclusion and name-calling behaviors via our mediators. The dummy-coded experimental condition (1 = imagined contact, 0 = control) served as independent variable; IOS, affective empathy and attitudes were entered simultaneously as mediators (we did not include perspective-taking, since the intervention did not affect this variable). Results are presented in Table 3 . To test if the mediation effects were significant, bootstrapping analyses were conducted using the SPSS PROCESS macro by Hayes (2016, Model 4). Results are presented in Table 4 . Consistent with our predictions, IOS mediated the effect of imagined contact on all dependent variables). There were also indirect effects via empathy and outgroup attitudes, but only for contact intentions.
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Discussion
The purpose of the present research was to examine whether an empowered form of imagined contact adapted to reflect the aim of counteracting bullying, that is a multifaceted form of imagined contact, could promote support for disabled victims of bullying and social exclusion at school. Whereas a classic version of imagined contact can be best suited to improve outgroup attitudes and contact intentions and behavior, in terms of more positive time spent with the outgroup or help offered to its members (Vezzali, Stathi, Crisp, Giovannini, et al., 2015; West, Turner, & Levita, 2015) , a multifaceted form of imagined contact, as employed here, may be more likely to impact on reactions to bullying. Reacting to bullying may in fact be especially difficult in the school context, where the situation may be uncertain, in terms for example of social norms and solidarity from other peers, and resistance against reactions (for instance from the bully) may emerge. The study also examined a wide range of potential theorydriven mediating processes.
We found that our multifaceted form of imagined contact was effective in promoting more positive intergroup relations, in terms of fostering greater intentions to have contact with and help outgroup members. More importantly for the aim of this study, the imagined contact intervention also led to increased intentions to react to exclusionary and name-calling behavior. IOS emerged as the main mediator of this effect; we also found that the effect of imagined contact on contact intentions was mediated by affective empathy and outgroup attitudes. Our research extends previous findings by demonstrating for the first time that imagined contact also affects reactions toward discrimination. Specifically, we show that imagining contact can foster negative reactions toward discrimination and support for behaviors that counteract such discrimination among school children. Being an assertive peer bystander has been shown to be effective in addressing bullying (Aboud & Joong, 2008) . We show that imagined contact has the potential to motivate children to become assertive bystanders, and through this, to potentially reduce discrimination toward outgroup members (similar to direct contact, see Abbott & Cameron, 2014) .
It is important to note that, although we found a significant indirect effect, the direct effect of the intervention on reactions to name-calling behavior was IMAGINED CONTACT AND BULLYING 22 nonsignificant. Possibly, this is due to the fact that personally engaging in a reaction toward the perpetrator of name-calling behavior puts the individual at greater risk of a reciprocal reaction from the bully (perhaps even physical) compared to supporting the victim of exclusionary behavior and asking friends to accept him/her (see items used in the section of Measures). Therefore, the intervention did not induce children to personally engage in a potentially risky reactive behavior. However, the fact that an indirect effect via IOS emerged indicated the important role that psychological closeness may have in fostering assertive behavior in reaction to bullying. A potential alternative explanation for the nonsignificant effect on reactions to name-calling behavior, as well as for the measure of helping intentions, may be the high levels of scores for the two measures in both the experimental and control condition (cf. Interestingly, imagined contact effects were only mediated by affective variables (for a review highlighting the role of affective factors in imagined contact, see Vezzali, Crisp, Stathi, & Giovannini, 2013) . Contrary to previous research, only affective empathy but not cognitive empathy was a mediator of the imagined contact-prejudice relationship (Husnu & Crisp, 2015) . One reason may be the different operationalization of perspective-taking. While Husnu and Crisp focused on taking a perspective (e.g., "see things from her or his point of view"), we focused on a more difficult task (e.g., "see things the same as disabled children see things"). Also, while previous research on empathy and perspective-taking has been largely carried out with adults, younger children may have more difficulties in understanding the questions in relation to these complex concepts. Note however that all items had been previously shared and discussed with school teachers, in order to ensure that from the discussion.
The intervention we conducted also included a collective discussion following the imagined contact tasks. Note also that field interventions are often multicomponent and that multicomponent interventions tend to produce stronger effects (Beelman & Heinemann, 2014) . The discussion is an important part of field interventions (also those addressing bullying of individuals belonging to disadvantaged groups; Earnshaw et al., 2018) , and although it may strengthen their effects (Fisher, 1968) , this is not necessarily the case (Brown, Tam, & Aboud, 2018; Creel, Rimal, Mkandawire, Böse, & Brown, 2011) . As an example, Johnson and Aboud (2013) found that the effect of reading storybooks to children aged 5-8 years did not change depending on the extent to which the researcher reinforced the message (conceptually, a condition similar to an intervention followed by a discussion). Also note that many field interventions based on indirect contact (extended and vicarious contact, e.g., Cameron & Rutland, 2006; Liebkind, Mähönen, Solares, Solheim, & Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2014; Slone, Tarrasch, & Hallis, 2000; imagined contact, e.g., Vezzali, Capozza, Giovannini, et al., 2012; included the discussion after each session as a part of the intervention itself that could not be disentangled from the rest of the activities, and that interventions were effective even when activities were not followed by group discussions (e.g., imagined contact: Stathi et al., 2014; .
Finally, in some field interventions the post-session discussion focuses on concepts relevant to the specific condition and can reinforce the activity conducted in the session (e.g., Cameron & Rutland, 2006) ; in the present study the post-session discussion only
aimed to reinforce what the participants had imagined, by focusing on the repetition to the class of what participants had imagined individually. However, we argue that it is generally advisable, whenever possible, to disentangle the pure effects of an intervention from the discussion following it (Paluck & Green, 2009) , in order to understand the essential features defining a successful intervention. This is especially true when the discussion introduces new conceptual elements.
Implications
Theoretically, our results extend previous research in several ways. First, we
show that a new version of imagined intergroup contact specifically adapted to contrast discriminatory behavior not only influences outgroup attitudes and contact intentions, but also reactions toward social exclusion and bullying. Secondly, our research identifies new processes as to why imagined contact promotes more positive intergroup relations. Imagining positive contact appears to work similarly to direct and extended contact, with effects being allowed by greater IOS and affective empathy and by more positive outgroup attitudes (although these latter results are only found with respect to contact behavioral intentions). Third, we also show that the imagined contact effect has external validity and can last beyond the timeline intervention task, at least up to one week, in children from grades one to five.
It is important to note that the intervention was multifaceted, including an Practically, designing prejudice-reduction interventions is becoming more and more important given the increased diversity in schools, an environment that can easily foster social exclusion and bullying. The childhood is a period of significant sociocognitive changes in the children's development, including the development of their identity, empathy and prejudicial attitudes. As prejudice can lead to discriminatory IMAGINED CONTACT AND BULLYING 26 behaviors such as social exclusion and bullying, resulting in poor health and well-being in victims, it is crucial to develop and target interventions early in childhood (see also Cameron & Turner, 2017; R. N. Turner & Cameron, 2016) . Imagined contact interventions can be implemented easily with little cost and resources. By incorporating imagined contact in educational settings, direct contact and, ultimately, cross-group friendships could be encouraged, leading to long-lasting positive attitude and behavior changes.
Limitations
We acknowledge some limitations in our research. First, random allocation of participants to conditions was done at the level of the class, rather than at the level of the individual. Practically, this choice was unavoidable; otherwise, children from the same class from the experimental condition could easily have discussed the experimental activities with peers from the control condition, therefore limiting the possibility to find intervention effects as well as the interpretation of findings. However, this choice lead to a nested structure of the data with children nested in classes with the independent variable (i.e. the condition assignment) varying at the class level. While we could not conduct multilevel analysis due to the low number of classes, we could rule out that effects are due to the nested structure of the data given that class-level variance of the dependent variables was non-significant (see Footnote 2). Nonetheless, future research should test the effectiveness of such interventions on a larger scale and with a larger class-level N, in order to be able to perform multilevel analysis, or, if possible, to allocate participants to the conditions at the individual level.
An additional limitation is that, whereas participants in the experimental group completed the questionnaire after the manipulation, those in the control group IMAGINED CONTACT AND BULLYING 27 completed it before the manipulation. This choice allowed us to conduct the intervention in four sessions (including pre-test and post-test for both experimental and control group would have increased to five the total number of sessions). Additionally, this approach allowed us to administer the intervention to all children, including those in the control group. However, this choice also opens up the possibility of maturation effects, whereby the effects found in the experimental group may simply reflect a change in attitudes due to maturation and/or contextual factors in the period comprised before the beginning and end of the intervention. We believe this possibility is rather unlikely, due to the short timeframe within which the intervention occurred. This is especially true when considering that the distribution of children across grades was balanced (two classes for each grade allocated to experimental and control conditions), therefore making an interpretation based on maturation (at least, based on age) unlikely.
Future studies however may rule out this possibility empirically, by adopting whenever possible an experimental pre-post test design.
A further limitation is that we did not assess existing direct contact. Although this is quite common in the imagined contact literature, nonetheless future studies should include direct contact items, in order to examine potential additive and interactive effects of direct and indirect (i.e., imagined) contact. Finally, we cannot completely rule out the role that demand characteristics could have played, although we are confident that they had minimal role in this study. First, researchers who administered the questionnaire were different from those who conducted the intervention sessions in each class. Second, direct effects of the manipulation on the two measures more closely related to the main aim of the intervention were small (reaction to exclusionary behavior) or nonsignificant (reaction to name-calling behavior), IMAGINED CONTACT AND BULLYING 28 therefore suggesting that responses were weakly affected by the desire to meet the main study aims.
Finally, we note that, although we used a multifaceted intervention that could strengthen the classic imagined contact manipulation in this context, we did not include a baseline condition, therefore we cannot conclude that a more basic form of imagined contact intervention would not have produced similar effects. Further research is therefore needed to elucidate whether, and how, the multifaceted form of imagined contact we introduced here has positive imagined beyond standard forms of imagined contact, in this and other intergroup contexts.
Conclusion
This research contributes to the literature on the effectiveness of imagined contact interventions in children. Firstly, our findings suggest that a multifaceted form of imagined contact with an outgroup member not only enhanced outgroup attitudes and contact intentions, but also supported intervening and defending outgroup victims who experience social exclusion and bullying. Secondly, inclusion of the outgroup in the self is an especially significant mediator of the effect of imagined contact. Our findings are important in understanding ways to encourage ingroup members to protect outgroup victims from social exclusion and bullying in school environments.
Footnotes
1.
Children belonged to 10 classes (see Participants section), and the independent variable (experimental vs. control condition) varied between classes. Despite the nested structure of the data (children nested in classes), we could not perform multilevel regression analysis due to the low number of classes. Nevertheless we conducted preliminary analyses to estimate the impact of the nested structure of the data. For the four dependent variables we calculated intraclass correlations (ICCs) and class-level variance. ICCs were ≤ .046, indicating that less than 5% of the variance was due to the nested structure of the data, and class-level variance was not significant for any dependent variable (ps ≥ .146). The impact of class belonging on the dependent variables was thus small and nonsignificant.
2.
For all analyses, results did not change when controlling for gender and grade (from grade 1 to grade 5; it was not possible to use the age score, since there were several missing data).
3.
Data and material used in this study available upon request to the first author. Note. Scores ranged from 1 to 5 for all measures, with the exception of the measure of outgroup attitudes, ranging from 0 to 10. Standard deviations are shown in parentheses. 
